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Anyone concerned with recruiting
college graduates has probably noticed
a rise in the overall grade point averages
of potential employees. In addition, the
topic of overall grade inflation has been
widely recognized in the general press.
In an article entitled “Too Many A’s,”
Time1 reported that the undergraduate
grade point average was 3.45 at Stan
ford University. Time also noted that on
the average, 42 percent of the grades
given at Yale were A’s and 46 percent of
the senior class graduated with honors.
An editorial in The Wall Street Journal
warned of a severe decline in the state of
learning because of a nationwide ero
sion of grading standards.2 The Chroni
cle of Higher Education reported the
results of a comprehensive study of
grades given at 197 colleges and univer
sities. Results of the study revealed
that grades increased an alarming 40
percent since 1960.3
This paper reports the results of a sur
vey of the changes in undergraduate ac
counting grades at forty-five universities
during a ten year period. Our study used
a mail questionnaire to determine if
grade inflation had occurred at these un
iversities and if so to what degree. In ad
dition to grade data, we obtained
demographic information which we
used to compare grade levels and
changes in grade levels for each institu
tion. Finally, we obtained information
from individual accounting department
heads regarding their perception of the
causes of grade inflation and the impact
on potential employers.
The Study
The period of time encompassed by
the study was ten years, with grades re
quested for the Spring term 1965, 1970,
and 1975. This time horizon was chosen
to include the period of student activism
associated with the Vietnam War and
the period most identified with rapidly
changing grades. We requested the
number of A’s, B’s, C’s, D’s, and F’s
rather than grade point averages
(GPA’s) to eliminate differences in
grading scales. Since there is often a
different grading policy for graduate
courses, we requested grades in un
dergraduate courses only. Using the
data submitted we computed individual
overall GPA’s based on a uniform four
point scale for each institution.
American colleges and universities
with undergraduate programs ac
credited by the American Association of
Collegiate Schools of Business
(AACSB) served as the basis for our sur-
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vey. A total of eighty out of a possible period. It can truly be said that students
156 AACSB accredited schools (51.3 are flocking to accounting courses in
percent) responded to the initial and ever increasing numbers.
While an overall inflation in GPA’s
follow-up mailings of the questionnaire.
All eighty responding institutions com was observed, the increase was con
pleted the first two sections while forty- siderably less than the 40 percent grade
five completed all three parts of the inflation for overall college grades
questionnaire including grade data for reported in The Chronicle of Higher
Education for the slightly longer 1960 the three time periods.
1974 time period. Our study indicates a
Results of the Study
slight upward shift in accounting grade
On the basis of the responses of the levels resulting in grade inflation
forty-five institutions with complete significantly lower than that observed
grade data, the overall grade point for overall college grades.
average rose from 2.299 in 1965 to 2.373
Looking at the grade changes
in 1970, an increase of 3.2 percent and
from 2.373 to 2.487 in 1975, an increase grouped by institutions, one can see in
of 4.8 percent. The overall percentage Table 2 that grade inflation was not a
increase from 1965 to 1975 amounted to universal phenomenon at the in
8.2 percent — considerably less than we stitutions tested. Although the majority
expected. In addition the total number of schools showed grade inflation, a
of accounting grades given at the forty- significant number (27 percent in 1965 five responding institutions increased 1970 and 38 percent from 1970-1975) ac
15.1 percent during the 1965-1970 tually experienced grade deflation. The
period, an additional 34.3 percent for large majority of schools showing grade
the 1970-1975 period, and an overall in deflation were in the 0-5 percent and 5 crease of 54.6 percent for the ten year 10 percent range and none showed grade
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inflation in excess of 25 percent. Several
schools showed grade inflation of over
25 percent in both the 1965 - 1970 and
1970 - 1975 periods.
In the next phase of our analysis we
grouped schools according to four
characteristics and tested whether
differences in these characteristics were
associated with differences in either the
level of GPA’s awarded or the distribu
tion of grades during the periods sur
veyed. The four characteristics tested
were (1) total institution enrollment, (2)
the number of accounting majors, (3)
the number of accounting faculty, and
(4) the type of institution. We found no
significant association between any of
these four characteristics and the level of
undergraduate accounting grades.
Not surprisingly we found that
the majority of educators responding to
our survey believed accounting grade
levels had increased in the last ten years.
While some educators did not believe
accounting grade levels had increased,
their responses may reflect a number of
possible explanations: (1) the belief that
the grade increases were negligible, (2)
that the increases were significantly less
than overall grade changes, or (3) that
the grades at their institution had, in
fact, not increased.
All of those who stated a belief that
their school’s grades were increasing,
also stated that employers had adjusted
their screening procedures for hiring ac
counting graduates. Mixed reactions
were reported as to whether or not in
creasing grades would affect either the
quality or quantity of students majoring
in accounting. While the majority of
respondents thought that increasing
grades would have an impact on the
profession of accounting, none
volunteered what they thought the
nature of that impact might be.
A number of explanations have been
advanced for changing accounting
grade levels. One argument is that stu
dents are “better” today than in previous
years. This is hard to substantiate
because of difficulties in measuring im
provement. Although overall college en
trance achievement test (SAT) scores
have been declining in recent years, it
may be that the relatively good job out
look for accounting students and more
selective standards for admissions into
accounting programs have succeeded in
attracting better students.
Another explanation for increasing
accounting grade levels is that many in
stitutions have extended the drop period
where students performing poorly drop

the course rather than suffer a low
grade. Still another is the increased pop
ularity of the pass/fail option among
nonaccounting majors. It is quite possi
ble that the grades of many of the
students who might have performed
poorly may not be incorporated into the
letter grade averages reported.
One explanation for the reason that
accounting grades are increasing at a
slower pace than overall college grades
might be that accounting courses are
basically quantitative and that stan
dards in such courses are easier to main
tain than in nonquantitative courses.
Standardization of accounting grades
may be facilitated through the utiliza
tion of uniform CPA examination
problems. One additional factor is that
quantitative courses may not be as
susceptible to the “bribery hypothesis.”
This hypothesis implies that students
through evaluations of their instructors
as teachers are able to elicit more
favorable grades, hence instructors
“bribe” students to give better
evaluations by providing higher grades.
Conclusions
Our survey indicated that for the total
number of undergraduate accounting
grades reported by forty-five in
stitutions, overall grade inflation of 8.2
percent had occurred during the ten year
period, 1965-1975. Despite differences
in the schools and the time period sur
veyed, this appears substantially less
than the 40 percent overall grade infla
tion reported in The Chronicle of
Higher Education.
Analysis of the grade changes of in
dividual schools indicated that a sub
stantial number of institutions during
the 1965 - 1970 and 1970 - 1975 periods
of comparisons actually showed grade
deflation in accounting. Where such
deflation was found, however, the
amount of change in overall GPA was
smaller than the change reported by
schools experiencing grade inflation.
Our test of various characteristics
that we thought might be associated with
differing grade levels disclosed no
statistically significant relationships.
Thus we found no significant associa
tion between the level of grades reported
and either the number of students
enrolled in the institution, the number
of accounting majors, the number of ac
counting faculty or the public versus
private nature of the institution.

The department heads who reported
grade inflation for their departments
unanimously agreed that prospective
employers of accounting majors were
aware that grade inflation had occurred
and a substantial majority believed
recruitment screening procedures had
been adjusted because of it.
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Table 1

Overall Distribution of Undergraduate Accounting Courses
Grades and Overall Weighted Average GPA’s

Grade
A
B
C
D
F

1975
Number Percent
10,443 20.7%
15,750 31.2
15,619 30.9
5,297 10.5
6.7
3,377
50,486 100.0%

Overall GPA

1965
Number Percent
5,077 15.5%
9,377 28.8
11,266 34.5
4,101 12.6
8.6
2,829
32,650 100.0%

1970
Number Percent
6,413 17.1%
10,959 29.2
13,292 35.3
4,103 10.9
7.5
2,827
37,594 100.0%
2.373

2.487

2.299

Table 2
Distribution of Schools by Percentage Changes
in Institutional GPA’s

1970 - 1975

Increases
Decreases

Number
28
17
45

Percent
62%
38
100
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33
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9
7

8
5

4
0

5
0

3
0

4
0

100

October, 1977 / 23

